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The present train of thought was set in motion by two articles 
which bring together data on the division of labor by sex from the 
World Ethnographic Survey (Murdock & Provost, 1973; Burton, Brudner & 
White, 1977). The material presented is voluminous, the analysis 
sophisticated and the patterns they show are interesting. The ul~imate 
interpretation by contrast, is simplistic and, above all, is arrived 
at without any attempt at fulfilling the requirement of scientific 
method, namely, consideration of alternative hypotheses. In this 
brief note I suggest an alternative hypothesis, keeping in mind my 
own conviction that no single factor is likely to explain such a complex 
social and ideological phenomenon as the sexual division of labor. 
Murdock and Provost outline the overall pattern which the cross-cultural 
data shows. Of the fifty technological activities studied, fourteen are 
almost ex\lusively male in the pre-industrial societies compared; a 
further nine are predominantly assigned to men, twenty are what is termed 
"swing activities" which vary in sex specificity, seven are predominantly 
female and none are exclusively female. The authors suggest "a series 
of tentative explanatory factors" (1973: 210) for the pattern of task 
allocation. The male activities tend to require relatively great 
physical strength, and are performed at a greater distance from the 
home base. In their interpretation of women's tasks, they reaffirm 
Brown's suggestion that "simultaneous child care responsibilities" 
(Brown, 1970: 1074) limit women to relatively safe, interruptible, 
home-bound work. To explain the swing activities the authors turn to 
a contextual analysis and find that the more technologically complex the 
activity -- housebuilding for example -- the more likely it is to be 
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assigned to men. 
Taking the same sample and set of activities, Burton, Brudner and 
White concentrate on those activities which are not exclusive to one 
sex or the other. Instead of treating them as separate tasks they 
arrange them in sequences from handling of raw material to fashioning 
of the final product. Criteria of efficiency suggest that the sex which 
performs one of the tasks in a sequence is more likely to perform the 
others. The earlier stages in the production sequences tend to take 
place further away from the settlement, so that, on Murdock and 
Provost's criterion of danger and distance, they predict that where 
women do such tasks, they will also perform the subsequent tasks in 
that productive sequence. For example, "our prediction is that if women 
gather wild vegetals they also prepare vegetals for cooking, and_ if 
women prepare vegetal foods for cooking they do the cooking" (Burton, 
et al., 1977: 239) ;· "if women tend large animals they also do the 
. milking, and if they do the milking they also do the dairying" (1977: 
241). In order to explain the clustering of female activities close 
to home they-re-emphasize the infant and child care constraints 
suggested by Brown, Murdock and Provost. They reconfirm Nerlove's finding 
(Nerlove, 1974) that in societies where women do certain tasks at a 
distance from home they also tend to practice early supplemental feeding 
for their nursing babies. 
The conclusions of both these studies converge on the exigencies 
of baby-care as the major factor determining task allocation by sex. 
"(F)emales tend to be more closely attached to home by 
the burdens of pregnancy and infant care and to this 
extent suffer a disadvantage in undertaking tasks which 
must be performed at a distance from the household" 
(Murdock & Provost, 1973: 211). 
""(U)ninterruptible tasks are not consistent with the 
demands of child care. In our opinion nursing is the 
primary interruption requiring consideration in discussions 
of the sexual division of labor •••• (F)requ·ent demands of 
infants for nursing will prevent mothers from going on long 
journeys (Burton, et al., 1977: 228-229). 
"These results taken together support the notion that 
childbirth and nursing of infants are the main constraints 
on the sexual division of labor" (Burton, et al. , 1977: 
249-250). 
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My reservations about these conclusions do not rest on the empirically 
determined patterns which the authors find, and which are an extremely 
useful contribution to the study of what has been one of the most difficult 
of social phenomena to treat scientifically. What I question is the haste 
with which they fix on their major explanatory factor: the exigencies 
of pregnancy, nursing and child care. I do not deny the importance which 
fertility, in both its practical and ideological manifestations, has 
for the definition of women's work. But why must we decide,~ priori, 
that no other factors are worth examining? An alternative hypothesis, 
which I put forward here, seems equally plausible, and at the very 
least would allow us to test the fertility theory against something else. 
This might strengthen it, or it might weaken it, but it would surely 
add to its scientific value. 
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Childbearing and nursing are unambiguously female activities, but 
if one searches through Murdock's tables there is one technological 
task which comes close to being universally assigned to women, namely 
cooking. Thinking carefully about cooking as one task in a set of fifty, 
one is increasingly struck by the limitations of the "task" approach. 
Cooking is a true universal; it is different in kind from the other 
tasks. Cooking must be one of the earliest manifestations of the 
superior imagination of homo sapiens. It exists in every known society, 
regardless of the general level of technical and social complexity, and 
the nature of the resource base. Without a shadow of doubt cooking as 
a task must be the single greatest consumer of human time, effort.and 
routine attention, even in the most technologically advanced of 
societies. If work were to be graphed in terms of time allocation, 
many of the tasks on Murdock and Provost's list bone-setting, 
collection of wild honey, lumbering and bodily mutilation, for example 
would simply disappear next to cooking. Further, as a consumer of female 
labor time it surely outstrips nursing and child care since cooking is 
a life-long occupation regardless of child-bearing status. Girls often 
take part in cooking before puberty, childless women are not exempt, 
and cooking does not become a redundant activity at menopause. 
In terms of combinability with a variety of occupations outside the 
domestic sphere, caring for a baby who is still exclusively at the breast 
poses hardly any of the logistical problems involved in ensuring an 
adequate and regular food supply for weanlings and for the rest of the 
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family. This is particularly true for work requiring travel at a distance 
from home. What brings a mother home quickly is not the nursling 
strapped to her back or side, but the small child who is too heavy to 
carry along, the man returning from work or the old people unable to 
provide for ·themselves. Murdock and Provost do note the exacting and 
daily attention required by women's tasks by comparison with men's 
(1973: 211), but they do not elevate this observation to the status of 
a major determining factor. Given that: 1. cooking is one of 
human-kind's oldest, most long-lived and time-consuming inventions; 
2. the hearth is practically what defines the domestic sph.ere; 
3. cooking is almost universally assigned to women, then it follows 
that women are linked to that hearth by a bond which is independent of 
the demands of child care or infant nursing. 
One might argue, however, that cooking is a simple extension of 
nursing and is therefore subsumed by the child care and nurturing 
argument. On the contrary, I would argue that, while they appear to be 
related on the ideological level, they are much more difficult to combine 
in practice than the functional arguments suggest. 
It is neither convenient nor safe for a woman to cook and care for 
small children at the same time. Doing it is nerve-wracking, and one 
only has to observe it during field-work to see that every child's first 
experience of the categorical imperative takes place in its mother's 
kitchen, and one of its earliest comprehended words. is "hot." Of course, 
the situation is managed, usually by having older children or other 
adults to do the strict surveillance necessary. But as soon as one 
admits that the social context of child care is important in allowing 
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mothers to do dangerous tasks, like tending the cooking fire or moving 
pots of boiling water and oil, then a whole range of other activities 
become theoretically possible to combine with child care, 
One is inclined to argue that cooking is assigned to women in 
spite of child care, and perhaps for "reasons" which Murdock suggests: 
that the daily routine is incompatible with certain "male" activities, 
and therefore devolves on women by a rapid process of elimination. All 
this is far too speculative and too wedded to the ancient notion of the 
social contract based on reasonable agreement, The association between 
women and cooking which seems so eminently sensible as to be almost 
impossible to question, is, in its breach, shown to be rooted in culture 
and social organization. According to Murdock and Provost's data there 
are two societies in which cooking is a predominantly male task and 
two in which it is equally shared out of a total sample size of 185 
societies (Table 1, p. 207; Table 8, pp. 216-220). Study of the 
ethnographic sources shows two interesting patterns. 
In one set of cases, Truk and Samoa, cooking is a collective 
activity of the extended household or lineage, In both cases, men do 
a large share of the work, including -building the pit-oven, peeling and 
pounding the staple, breadfruit, However, this is only done twice a 
week, because cooked breadfruit can be kept for two or three days and 
eaten cold. LeBar writes, "It is evident that most food is eaten cold" 
(1963: 221). Neither men nor women are therefore tied to an exacting 
routine. Further, Truk women are primarily responsible for a subsistence 
activity which (one would imagine) is totally unsuited to simultaneous 
child care, namely fishing. They collect shellfish in the shallows, but 
also do deeper water fishing with metal spears and, recently, wearing 
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underwater goggles (LeBar, 1963: 138). Samoan women do much of the 
agricultural work (Mead, 1939). But in neither society is there any 
fundamental anxiety about the food supply because of the abundance 
of fish. These two cases suggest that in a situation of plenty, 
where c.ooked food can be preserved for a few days, the demands of 
the domestic sphere may be less restrictive on women's activities. 
Tasks can be less rigidly defined, and the participation of women in 
more distant and dangerous activities may be socially managed through 
sharing of child care, wet-nursing, and working careers which vary not 
just by sex but over the life cycle. 
The other two cases, the Todas of South India and the Marquesans, 
reveal a different basis for assigning certain cooking tasks to men. 
Among both people, there are clear ritual precepts which exclude women 
and the polluted status they represent, from handling certain food or 
cooking for certain occasions (Rivers, 1906; Miranda, 1964). These 
cases remind us that cooking, as an invention of ''culture," cannot be 
disassociated from the meaning system to which it belongs. It is a 
practical activity, but it carries an enormous symbolic load, as 
Levi-Strauss (1969) and Mary Douglas (1966) point out. Neither is 
this load limited to "primitive cultures;" in fact, the elaboration of 
food taboos and the ritual meaning attached to food preparation and 
consumption are mos.t highly developed in the Great Civilizations and in 
several of the World Religions. In addition, as the complexity of 
·technology and class structures increases, the social status implications 
of food are added to those of ritual status (see Papanek, 1979). The 
provision of cooked food becomes more exacting and more time-consuming. 
Given that women are assigned the primary responsibility for cooking, 
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the question about the division of labor then becomes: what, and how 
much, else can be managed in the way of productive tasks when large 
parts of every day are devoted to doing or supervising this socially, 
culturally and religiously critical work? How far can a woman possibly 
go from home if she has to provide two meals a day? From the labor 
allocation point of view, Burton et al.'s sequences of tasks are back 
to front. They assign cooking its place as the last in a series of 
activities devoted to food provision. It could, on the other hand, be 
looked at as the primary activity of women, around which everything else 
is organized. 
One might suggest, therefore, the alternative hypothesis that: the 
more hours spent cooking and the greater frequency of cooking sessions, 
the fewer other productive activities women will do, and the closer 
these will be to home. 
What are the advantages to this suggestion? Primarily, it dilutes 
the heavy weight of biological determinism in the child care and 
nursing hypothesis. The "universal functional similarities in the 
assignment of tasks" (Murdock & Provost, p. 216) are not onlyexplainable 
in terms of the social management of reproductive biology. As Sharlotte 
Neely Williams pointed out, if nursing alone were the critical factor, 
non-pregnant and lactating females would be exempted from sex-specific 
tasks (1971). The cultural determination of women's tasks is intrinsic. 
In fact, sayings from our own cultural tradition are more complex than 
the child-care formulation: "barefoot and pregnant in the kitchen" 
unites reproduction with poverty and the kitchen, "Kinder, Kirche 
und Kiichen," links child care with religion and cooking. 
Of course, the nature of the diet also has its limitations as 
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an 'explanation' of the division of labor by sex because one cannot 
be sure which direction the causation works in. Do the requirements 
of a particular diet limit women's mobility, or are there circumstances 
in which the control of women's mobility is achieved by an unnecessary 
elaboration of the diet? As the motto of a recent guide to modern 
housekeeping insists in protest: Life is too short to stuff a mushroom 
(Conran, 1977). But understanding of a complex problem can only be 
enlarged by testing various formulations. Otherwise the evidence is 
circumstantial, the work'. is half-finished and the results are 
'half-baked.' 
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